Massachusetts Bay 
Transportation Authority 


Social Media Guidelines and Best Practices 


Purpose and Scope: 


Social Media is the primary touchpoint for an increasingly large percentage of the MBTA’s riders. Each 
day, more than 90% of all online conversation regarding the MBTA takes place on X (formerly Twitter). 
Whether to laud or chastise, the T’s ridership often goes straight to their smartphones to share their 
experiences in real-time. With a pre-pandemic ridership of nearly 1.3 million riders per day, there are 
conversations about the MBTA taking place on social media around the clock. Social media provides an 
immediate and direct communications channel through which the MBTA can inform, engage, educate, 
and learn from its riders. 


Social Media Policy: 


The Massachusetts Bay Transportation Authority encourages active civil and respectful discussion, and 
the sharing of information and opinions on social media. The MBTA is not responsible for tweets, 
comments, or postings made by followers, users, or other third parties on the Authority’s accounts. As 
such, content produced by visitors does not in any way reflect the opinions or policies of the MBTA. The 
Customer and Employee Experience (CEX) department’s Digital Strategy & Engagement team at the 
MBTA maintains the strategic direction and unified voice for all MBTA social media accounts. All social 
media use by or on behalf of the MBTA is subject to the MBTA’s Social Media Use Policy. 


MBTA Branding: 


All content created, whether photo, video, graphic, animation, or other, must adhere to the MBTA’s 
official Brand Standards. 


e Logo Usage: Always use the official MBTA logo as outlined in the Brand Standards document. Do 
not alter, stretch, or change the color of the logo. The logo should be placed in a clear, 
uncluttered area. 

e Color Scheme: Utilize the official MBTA colors. When using additional colors for graphics, ensure 
they complement the official palette and maintain readability and visual coherence. 

e Typography: Use the MBTA’s designated fonts, Helvetica Neue and Inter, for all text-based 
content to maintain brand consistency. Avoid using more than two different fonts in a single 
piece of content. 

e Tone and Voice: The MBTA’s social media voice should be professional, informative, and 
empathetic. Avoid jargon and technical terms that riders may not understand. Use a friendly and 
approachable tone, especially when addressing complaints or concerns. The language should be 
simple, direct, and widely understandable, reflecting the tone of public announcements. 

e Imagery: Use authentic, clear, and culturally diverse photography. Avoid dark, stale, or 
overproduced images. Use real MBTA employees in images and ensure they project a positive 
experience. All images must meet the standards of the Americans with Disabilities Act and 
provide alt-text. 
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Representing the MBTA Brand as a Third Party: 


e Authorization: Third-party individuals or organizations must receive authorization from the 
MBTA’s Customer & Employee Experience department before being permitted to represent the 
MBTA on social media. The MBTA retains ownership of all official accounts including those run 
by external individuals or groups, and such groups must share all login information at all times. 

e Content and Compliance: All content is seen as being an official statement on behalf of the 
MBTA; therefore, all content created must adhere to this document, the Social Media Use 
Policy, & Brand Standards. 

e Transparency: As agreed upon, clearly indicate the third-party relationship and the capacity in 
which they are representing the MBTA. Avoid any potential conflicts of interest or 
misrepresentations. 


Service Alerts: 


e Keeping our riders informed is our primary mission. While accuracy and timeliness are 
paramount, context and tone are also key. Alerts should identify affected lines, stations, routes, 
realistic timelines, and other key information — including what is not being affected. A lack of 
information/transparency only serves to fuel animosity and confusion. 

e Provide detail whenever possible to help riders understand what exactly is impacting service 
and allow them to make informed travel decisions. Unexplained alerts can cause 
misinterpretations or imaginations to run wild. 

e Location matters. Provide a specific location as to ongoing issues so riders can make informed 
travel decisions, especially as to alternate transit options. Furthermore, be intentional in 
messaging surrounding police and fire activity. MBTA service is often impacted by police and fire 
activity taking place near but not on MBTA property. Without specifying this, riders might 
believe a train is on fire when in fact a fire truck is blocking the right-of-way (ROW) while putting 
out a fire in Alston for example. 

e When specific information regarding an incident is not immediately available, it is still important 
to provide riders with a message communicating that MBTA is aware and investigating. 

e = If an incident will take an excessively long time for the MBTA to resolve, alerts should make 
riders aware of alternate routes and MBTA services that can get riders to their destinations. 

e Alerts should aim to educate riders about what is involved in addressing the alert-causing 
incident. By doing this, expectations regarding future alerts will be better informed and riders 
will be able to plan/react accordingly. 

e When posting alerts pertaining to scheduled diversions or responding to riders about one, a link 
to the associated project page or improvement program should be included along with language 
explaining how this work will benefit riders in the future. When project pages aren’t available or 
appropriate, links to alerts and other relevant sites should be used instead. 

e Do not delete tweets without direct permission from the Sr. Director of Digital Strategy & 
Engagement or their designee. MBTA social media content are public records and must be 
preserved. 

e If an error has been made, including but not limited to a misspelled word, incorrect location, or 
wrong cause, issue a correction acknowledging the error and providing the accurate 
information. 
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e When providing an update on an existing alert, issue a quote tweet of the original tweet as well 
as a response within the existing thread to avoid confusion. Responding only within a thread 
could bury the latest update and prevent riders from finding the most up-to-date information. 
This applies to issue resolutions as well. 

e When announcing a resolution, include the steps that were taken to address the issue when 
possible. 

e Assure followers of riders’ safety after confirming. When an incident occurs, our immediate 
focus should be on the well-being of our riders rather than the status of our infrastructure. 

e =Writing in all capital letters is alarming and therefore should only be done when there is an 
immediate threat to riders — acts of terrorism, active shooter, etc. Similarly, attention should be 
paid to word choice when issuing alerts as to avoid causing alarm or confusion as to the nature 
of the issue. 

e Avoid unnecessary abbreviations. If you have the space available, use it to fully spell out the 
alert or message. Especially when creating tweets that are auto-filled by the T-Alerts system, 
make sure to elaborate upon any messages that were cropped to fit the T-Alerts platform’s 
limits. 


Community Management: 


e Timeliness: Aim to respond to inquiries and complaints quickly. 

e Tone: Maintain a polite, understanding, and empathetic tone. Acknowledge the rider’s 
experience and provide helpful information or next steps. 

e Escalation: Direct riders to appropriate channels for detailed inquiries or sensitive information. 
Use direct messaging for privacy when needed. 

e Tracking: Keep a log of frequent issues and responses to improve future interactions and 
identify areas for system improvements. 


Complaints/Concerns: 


When a rider experiences an issue while riding the T — whether it be a service disruption, a hot car, an 
unpleasant interaction with an MBTA employee or fellow passenger, etc. — they often take to social 
media to vocalize their dissatisfaction. If that negative experience is followed by a negative interaction 
with the MBTA on social media, the problem is compounded and has the potential to grow 
exponentially through the virality of other unhappy riders. This is especially true in times of construction 
or crisis. A lack of a response to a legitimate concern or complaint can be just as detrimental as a poor 
response. It is important to respond even when there may not be an immediate answer available or 
action to take. Our riders want to know we are listening and that we care. As such, it is important to 
address their issues quickly and sincerely. 


Within a response: 


1. Investigate 
a. If time allows and an absolute immediate response is not needed, take the time to look 
into the account to which you plan to respond before responding. Check recent posts 
and look for previous interactions with MBTA social media accounts. Research the 
topic/project/service mentioned in the comment using the appropriate MBTA webpage, 
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communications, or employees. By doing this, you will better know the person with 
whom you are about to interact, and have greater context for addressing the 
complaint/concern. 

2. Greet 

a. Though it may seem obvious, it is important to greet riders within a response. This 
personalizes the conversation and helps to humanize the MBTA account responding. 
People who voice concerns on social media want to be heard, and the first step in 
achieving that is acknowledgement. If an individual is reaching out following an incident, 
focus first on their well-being and safety (e.g. “We’re glad you’re okay.”). 

3. Thank 

a. Rider complaints and concerns frequently contain valuable information and insights 
about the condition and experiences of using the MBTA. By making MBTA social 
accounts aware of any issues or shortcomings, we are then able to notify the 
appropriate parties and address the underlying issues. 

4. Answer/Call to Action 

a. Not enough details to properly respond? Ask for additional information so that the rider 
knows you are legitimately looking to help, and you have the necessary context to begin 
addressing the issue. 

b. For issues that might require extended explanation or the inclusion of sensitive 
information, riders should be instructed to contact the MBTA via email at 
social@mbta.com or via direct message to better preserve privacy and allow for 
additional time to research and resolve the issue. 

c. Let the rider know what steps we are taking to address/resolve the complaint so that 
they know we are not placating, but will take action and follow through. 


Notify Relevant Parties 


The purpose of listening to riders and responding is to identify issues and take the appropriate 
corrective action to improve rider experience across the system. Be sure to inform all relevant parties of 
the issue so that it can be addressed and tracked. It is better to over notify and consistently 
communicate to relevant parties to ensure each matter is handled appropriately and to the fullest 
capacity. Alert the Press and CEX Digital Strategy & Engagement teams if a message, video, or photo 
appears that might be newsworthy, regardless of current engagement. Check Social Media Key Contacts 
list for reference. 


Rider Follow Up 


When possible, follow up with the rider once the issue has been addressed/resolved (e.g. station has 
been cleaned, track has been fixed, etc.). This demonstrates to the original person, as well as to other 
riders, that the MBTA takes complaints seriously and that it takes action to resolve them. 


Compliments/Suggestions: 


When a rider’s experience with MBTA service or personnel exceeds expectation, they sometimes want 
to share their story on social media. Take the time to respond and gather additional information when 
needed. It is important for us to know where we’re excelling as much as it is to know where we need 
improvement. Follow the same Investigate, Greet, Thank, Answer/Call-to-Action formula as with 
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Complaints/Concerns. As with Complaints/Concerns, be sure to notify the relevant parties of the 
commendations being received — especially when pertaining to personnel. Check Social Media Key 
Contacts list for reference. 


General Best Practices: 


e Read the full tweet. Before responding to a comment/tweet, whether it appears to be positive 
or negative, be sure to read it in its entirety. Some comments/tweets begin with one tone but 
end with another. It is important to understand the full context before responding. If the 
comment/tweet is in response to another comment/tweet, read the corresponding message as 
well for full context and tone. 

e Besocial and proactive. Social media is not just a channel for broadcasting messages — it is a 
way for us to interact and connect with our riders. We should aim to reply to as many 
questions/comments/compliments as possible across all channels. 

e Bekind and understanding. Empathize with riders’ experiences — good or bad. Do not give 
single word replies. 

e Be authentic and human. Being personable will enhance our riders’ social media experience. 

e Betimely. As much as possible, respond to our riders’ messages in a timely manner as they are 
often communicating about issues and questions in real-time. Even if hours have elapsed since 
the rider originally messaged, there is still an opportunity to address their inquiry. 

e = Add value. Ensure that content is valuable and meaningful to our audience. 

e Summarize in one. When writing Twitter threads, make the first tweet all-encompassing of the 
full thread so that it won’t be taken out of context if retweeted. 

e Avoid jargon. Internally-used abbreviations, jargon, and other terminology that might confuse 
our riders should be avoided. E.g. While within the MBTA mention of an “air problem” might be 
commonplace, many of our riders will not know that this is an issue that affects a train’s brakes 
and its ability to start/stop. Don’t just say what is happening, explain the why and how the steps 
being taken will affect/benefit riders e.g. crossing a train. 

e Show, don’t tell. When possible, use photos, video, and graphics to make information easier to 
understand and more compelling. 

e Use the right hashtags (if any). On X (formerly Twitter) and Facebook, avoid using hashtags 
unless the content is part of a larger campaign e.g. #BuildingABetterT or relates to an 
event/initiative we are intentionally supporting. 

e To avoid confusion, only use terms such as “accessible” or “accessibility” when referring to SWA 
(System-Wide Accessibility) initiatives or related topics. 

e Acknowledge what riders are experiencing. If there’s a dissonance between what our riders are 
experiencing and what the MBTA is saying on social media, especially when there are photos 
and videos showing it, we look dishonest and untrustworthy. 


Additional Information 


e All social media use on behalf of the MBTA should be done through the official social media 
dashboard. 

e Do not delete tweets without direct permission from the Sr. Director of Digital Strategy & 
Engagement or their designee. MBTA social media content are public records and must be 
preserved. 
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e The Sr. Director of Digital Strategy & Engagement and their designees are responsible for 
determining the liking, favoriting, sharing, and retweeting of content originating from outside 
the MBTA. 

e Donot block/ban any accounts on any social media platform. If an external account is disruptive 
to the use of an official MBTA account, alert the Sr. Director of Digital Strategy & Engagement to 
address the issue. 

e Donot respond to the media without first contacting the Press Office and CEX Digital Strategy & 
Engagement team for approval. 

e The CEX Digital Strategy & Engagement team is responsible for selecting and changing the 
profile and cover photos for all MBTA social accounts. 


Issued: January 23, 2020 
Updated: January 14, 2024 


